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Abstract
What explains affective polarization among voters and societal groups? Much of the existing literature focusing on mass political 
polarization in modern democracies originates in the US, where studies have shown that, while ideological separation has grown, 
political conflict increasingly reflects social identity divisions rather than policy disagreements, resulting in affective polarization. We 
focus on explaining such polarization in a multi-party context. Drawing on social identity theory and intergroup threat theory, we 
hypothesize that individuals who perceive an intergroup threat show stronger intergroup differentiation and increased affective 
polarization. We analyze the influence of perceived threat on affective polarization drawing on two large-scale representative surveys 
in Sweden (N = 1429 and 1343). We show that individual-level affective polarization is related to perceived intergroup threats among 
the voters in both studies, measuring affective polarization using social distance, negative trait attribution, and party like-dislike 
ratings.
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How does perceived threat influence the level of conflict between various groups in society and mass polarization 
among voters? Much of the existing literature focusing on mass political polarization in modern democracies originates 
in studies of the US (Iyengar et al., 2019). Such studies show that Democrats and Republicans both say that the other 
party’s members possess a range of negative traits to a larger degree than the members of their own party, known as 
“affective” polarization (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). Studies 
of US voters have noted that, while ideological separation has grown, the conflicts between partisan groups increasingly 
reflect social identity divisions rather than ideological or policy disagreements (Mason 2013, 2018).
Because affective polarization is based on group identities, it is grounded in the forces identified by social identity 
theory (SIT, Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Individuals, according to SIT, form an emotional and psychological attachment to 
social groups, which becomes an important part of how they define themselves. These individuals strive to be members 
of valued social groups, but the extent to which an individual identifies with a group varies (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
In the social-psychological literature, threats posed by other groups strengthen intergroup emotions – positive toward 
the own group and negative toward other groups (Mackie et al., 2000) – and lead to increased intergroup distancing 
(Stephan et al., 2009), which is at the heart of affective polarization. Drawing on this literature, we argue that individuals 
who perceive a higher degree of intergroup threat will exhibit higher levels of affective polarization.
Several scholars have called for comparative research on affective polarization outside the US context (Gidron et al., 
2019; Iyengar et al., 2019). The present paper contributes to a growing research literature in this area in multi-party 
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contexts (e.g. Knudsen, 2021; Gidron et al., 2020; Harteveld, 2021; Wagner 2021) using data from Sweden, a multi-party 
system with a relatively high degree of affective polarization compared to other Western European countries (Reiljan, 
2020). In addition, we contribute to the growing literature on affective polarization by analyzing why some individuals 
are more biased than others when evaluating their in- and outgroups, focusing specifically on the role of intergroup 
threat.
Theory and Hypotheses
Affective Polarization and the Role of Social Identities
Affective polarization is based on group identities, which can be understood in terms of social identity theory (e.g. Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979, 1986). As mentioned, according to SIT, the social groups an individual belong to become a significant 
part of their self-definition through the formation of both emotional and psychological attachment to the groups. 
Because group belongingness is emotionally important (Tajfel, 1978), individuals strive to become or stay members of 
valued social groups but vary in the extent of their identification with such groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1986).
While classic social psychological research shows that simple arbitrary group boundaries are sufficient for eliciting 
intergroup differentiation, social groups are central to an individual’s self-definition, thereby influencing emotions and 
behavior. The stronger an individual identifies with a social group, the more important it is for them to defend this 
identity and the more the individual is prone to invest time, money, and energy to remain part of the group, defend its 
values, and secure its future. In essence, the group becomes an extension of their own identity and must therefore be 
protected in the same way, such as when there are external threats to the group.
This emotional attachment lays the foundation for affective polarization and distinguishes it from ideological polari­
zation. The categorization of individuals into socially constructed categories based on attitudes or party memberships 
facilitates general inferences about the members of these categories, even if the conclusions are not correct (Iyengar et 
al., 2019).
Previous Research on Individual-Level Determinants of Affective Polarization — Much of the existing literature 
trying to identify determinants of affective polarization has focused on system-level (Boxell et al., 2020; Lauka et 
al., 2018; Reiljan, 2020) or party-level correlates (Gidron et al., 2019), although some recent studies have focused on 
evaluating individual-level determinants of affective polarization (Harteveld, 2021; Reiljan & Ryan, 2021; Wagner 2021). 
Previous research has identified two main individual-level drivers of affective polarization. First, because political group 
attachments may function as a social identity, strengthening group identification increases intergroup differentiation, 
which manifests as affective polarization between supporters of parties (Mason, 2015; Iyengar et al., 2012; Reiljan & 
Ryan, 2021; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). Second, previous research has shown that if individual political attitudes 
are ideologically more extreme, individuals become more affectively polarized (Harteveld, 2021; Lelkes, 2021; Rogowski 
& Sutherland, 2016; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). Both ideas have received some empirical support in the US and 
some multi-party systems (Harteveld, 2021; Reiljan & Ryan, 2021; Renström, Bäck, & Schmeisser, 2020; Webster & 
Abramowitz, 2017). The present paper contributes to this ongoing debate by focusing on how affective polarization 
between partisans is related to the interaction between political group identity and individual-level sensitivity to 
concerns about societal challenges.
Threat Perceptions and Affective Polarization — Identifying with a certain group creates positive emotions towards 
the group and often negative emotions towards other groups (Haslam et al., 2010). This is the basic foundation of social 
identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). In the face of threats against the ingroup, social identification may strengthen 
and, as a consequence, intergroup differentiation (Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006). The mere creation of groups almost 
inevitably creates intergroup tension, which is amplified when one group perceives that another group is in a position 
to challenge their values and resources. This is the central notion of intergroup threat theory (Stephan et al., 2009; 
Stephan et al., 2015), which we draw on here. An extensive literature has noted the importance of threat perceptions in 
influencing political behavior (e.g., Merolla et al., 2007; Merolla & Zechmeister, 2009; Miller & Krosnick, 2004). Threats 
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posed by other social groups strengthen intergroup differentiation – ingroup liking and outgroup disliking (Mackie et 
al., 2000) – which is at the heart of affective polarization.
However, what constitutes a threat is based on an individual’s perception and evaluation of a situation or target. 
Individuals vary in the extent to which they perceive something as a threat, and in earlier research, individual-level 
features such as Right-wing Authoritarianism have been linked to the perception of immigrants as threatening and 
increased anti-immigrant sentiments (e.g., Lavine, Lodge, & Freitas, 2005; Peresman, Carroll, & Bäck, 2021). Here, we 
argue that ideological identification determines who is likely to perceive a particular societal challenge as threatening 
and should therefore influence when affective polarization is likely to occur. For instance, an increase in immigration 
may be seen as a matter of concern regardless of whether you identify as left or right, but is more likely to be perceived 
as a threat by those who identify with the cultural right.
Recent decades have seen a rapid increase in globalization, with increased movement across countries where nation­
al boundaries have become more permeable. Moreover, the influx of refugees due to conflicts has sometimes contributed 
to immigration tensions. Globalization and mass immigration may be perceived as threats by the host countries’ citizens 
(Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2014). Right-wing populist parties and candidates have stressed such threats, leading to more 
polarized electorates. For instance, immigrants may be perceived as “taking native citizens’ jobs” or “exploiting welfare 
systems” or as imposing on citizens’ way of life via their religions or cultures. As part of this ideological shift, party 
competition in the US has become more aligned with the identities surrounding ‘authoritarian values’ (MacWilliams, 
2016), which is seen in attitudes on immigrants, race, security, and nationalism. Political preferences are increasingly 
connected to perceived threats and, at the mass level, partisan divisions are increasingly social-identity-based – suggest­
ing an increased affective polarization in the electorate (Iyengar et al., 2012).
Although not as closely aligned with party attachments as in the US two-party system, political identity in European 
multi-party democracies is also connected to these broad ideological attachments. This is most visible in the growth 
of populist right-wing parties capitalizing on reactions to globalization and traditional parties changing pre-emptively 
and in response to such parties, which has led to polarization in the political systems of Europe by enhancing the role 
of social identity as a basis for political support. As a result, identification as “left” and “right” increasingly captures 
these social identities rather than only policy differences. ‘Expressive social identity’ (Huddy et al., 2015) focuses on 
the idea that ‘maintenance of group distinctiveness is an active process, especially when a group’s position or status 
is threatened.’ A core mechanism in making social identity politically salient is the activation of attitudes on issues 
pertaining to group threats. In the context of reactions to globalization, these manifest chiefly as anti-immigrant 
attitudes.
Threats may come in different forms and, importantly, may appeal differentially to different individuals. As previous 
literature has described, a major aspect of the rising right-wing populist, “thin” ideology (Mudde, 2007; Stanley, 2008) 
is that immigration is framed as a threat, one that within the party system, is associated with culturally left parties 
seen as more tolerant of immigrants. Meanwhile, parties focused on skepticism towards immigrants and other minority 
groups can themselves be perceived as a threat to those more aligned with left-wing ideological ideas and values – that 
is, the left is likely to feel threatened by the growing influence of the cultural right. In line with intergroup threat theory 
(Stephan et al., 2009), the populist right is in a position to threaten the values of those that identify with the left, which 
ultimately should influence affective polarization.
We argue that intergroup threat increases affective polarization, but what societal challenges are perceived as threats 
is dependent upon an individual’s ideological leaning because individuals identifying as left-wing are likely to perceive 
different challenges as threatening than individuals identifying as right-wing. Our overarching expectation is that 
perceived intergroup threat increases affective polarization. More specifically, we expect that individuals who identify 
with right-wing values and who are more concerned with immigration will show increased affective polarization. 
Meanwhile, individuals who identify with left-wing values and who are more concerned with challenges to democracy 
(e.g., extremism) will show increased affective polarization. Hence, we expect an interaction between types of societal 
challenges and ideological identification in predicting affective polarization.
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The analyses performed here are based on survey data collected in Sweden at two points in time – in 2013 and in 2019. 
To give a brief introduction to the case, the Swedish multi-party system, resulting from a proportional electoral system, 
consists of eight parties in the parliament: the socialist Left Party, the Social Democrats, Greens, Liberals, Centre Party 
(former Agrarian Party), the conservative Moderate Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Sweden Democrats. The 
Sweden Democrats is a populist right-wing party that entered the parliament in 2010 and has since grown to become the 
third-largest party in the most recent election (in 2018). Swedish politics has traditionally been strongly unidimensional, 
with a dominance of the left-right/economic dimension. Similar to many other countries, right-wing populism has 
grown as globalization issues have become part of the political agenda. Some evidence suggests the Swedish party 
system may be growing in polarization on these issues, with the Sweden Democrats being placed far away from the 
other parties (Lindvall et al., 2017, p. 75).
The analyses in this paper are based on representative data drawing on the Swedish national SOM (Society, Opinion 
and Media) survey. We base our analyses on two data collections, one in 2013 and one in 2019, where we added 
specific questions measuring affective polarization in the 2019 wave. The SOM institute is hosted by the University of 
Gothenburg and has collected surveys targeting the general public since 1986.1 The survey usually targets about 10,000 
participants, but not all questions are posed to all participants. In both samples reported here, the number of participants 
was about 1,500.
Measuring Affective Polarization
Our main dependent variable is affective polarization, which has been differentially measured in studies of different 
countries (Boxell et al., 2020). Outside the US context, feeling thermometers or like-dislike scales have been the most 
common approach (Boxell et al., 2020; Druckman & Levendusky, 2019; Lelkes & Westwood, 2017; Wagner 2021). Another 
approach, which has mainly been used in the US context, is to ask participants to rate the parties or their supporters 
on different traits such as intelligence, honesty, open-mindedness, selfishness, and hypocrisy (Druckman & Levendusky, 
2019; Garrett et al., 2014; Iyengar et al., 2012). Yet another way to measure affective polarization is to use what is known 
as a social distancing measure. Such measures are based on questions gauging how comfortable participants are in 
having close interpersonal relations with supporters of another party, such as if their children would marry someone 
from the other party (Iyengar et al., 2012; Iyengar et al., 2019). The present paper contributes to a growing research 
literature in this area in multi-party contexts (e.g. Knudsen, 2021; Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016).
In this article, we perform our analyses using several different measures of affective polarization. In the data from 
2013, we analyze a like-dislike scale, and in the 2019 data, we use supporter trait ratings and a social distancing 
variable to measure affective polarization. Importantly, these survey data allow us to apply the latter type of affective 
polarization measures to Sweden for the first time, as previous works have relied only on like-dislike scales for in- and 
outgroup parties (Boxell et al., 2020; Reiljan & Ryan, 2021; Ryan & Reiljan, 2018). It is also one of the first applications 
of such affective polarization measures (supporter traits and social distancing) in a multi-party system. To date, it 
has not been established how well this measure corresponds to other measures of affective polarization (Druckman & 
Levendusky, 2019), although differences have been observed, such as Iyengar et al., 2019). The present paper contributes 
to a growing research literature in this area in multi-party contexts (e.g. Knudsen’s [2021] finding of greater sensitivity 
in Norway to a social distancing measure compared to a party like-dislike measure.
To identify participants’ ingroup party, they first answered the item “What party do you like the best today?” and 
were given the choice of the current eight parties of the parliament.2 This method of defining the ingroup is less 
strict than the approach taken in previous research on the US, which only included partisans who explicitly stated 
1) Data and information about the surveys are available from https://www.gu.se/en/som-institute.
2) The survey also allowed for the option of a free-text response which is not included in the analyses.
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that they were supporters of one party. Our measure of ingroup membership includes people that do not necessarily 
see themselves as supporters of the party they indicate as liking the most. This adaptation of ingroup party to the 
multi-party setting avoids assumptions about the meaning of party support, but is less strict and therefore may present a 
more demanding test of our hypothesis about the role of intergroup threat.
Study 1
Method
The first survey was collected by the SOM Institute in 2013. We chose to analyze this survey wave because the questions 
of interest were asked to the same participants, enabling us to run the relevant analyses. These questions were: concerns 
for different future societal challenges (independent variable), own position on a left-right scale (independent variable), 
dislike-like ratings for each party (the base of the dependent variable).
Participants
In the 2013 survey, 1,429 participants were included in our analyses. Mean age was 52 (SD = 17.48). There were 
712 women (49.8%), 714 men (50.0%), and 3 who indicated other (these were excluded in further analyses due to the 
low number). Education level was distributed as follows: 246 (17.2%) had low education, 393 (27.5%) had mid-lower 
education, 322 (22.5%) had mid-higher education, and 446 (31.2%) had higher education. 22 (1.5%) participants did not 
respond to the education question. The most preferred party of the participants was distributed as follows: Left Party: 
88 (5.8%), Social democrats: 425 (27.9%), Green party: 157 (10.3%), Center party: 58 (3.8%), Liberals: 107 (7.0%), Moderates: 
390 (25.6%), Christian Democrats: 60 (3.9%), and Sweden democrats: 141 (9.3%).
Measures
Affective polarization was measured using a like-dislike scale. First, participants indicated their own preferred party with 
the question, “Which party do you best prefer today?”. They were shown a list of the eight parties in the Riksdag (the 
Swedish parliament), and were also given the choice to write another party3. Participants then rated all of the parties on 
a scale from -5 to +5 where -5 indicated “Strongly dislike” and +5 indicated “Strongly like”. Because the participants first 
indicated their own preferred party, we can calculate the differences in ratings between the ingroup and the outgroup 
parties. To calculate an overall affective polarization score, we calculated the difference between the like-scoring for 
the participant’s preferred party and each of the outgroup parties and then averaged the sum of these differences. 
The difference score could vary from -10 to +10, and 0 indicates that the participant makes no difference between the 
outgroup and the ingroup. A negative value signifies outgroup preference, that is, a higher (more positive) rating on the 
outgroup compared to the ingroup. Positive values indicate ingroup favoritism, or more positive ratings of the ingroup 
compared to the outgroup.
Concerns for future challenges was measured with the question: “If you consider the situation today, how concerning 
do you yourself consider the following for the future?” Then followed a list of possible future prospects: Terrorism, 
Environmental destruction, Changes in the Earth’s climate, Military conflicts, Increased number of refugees, Weakened 
democracy, Worsening ocean environment, The situation in Russia. Answers ranged from 1 = Very concerned, to 4 = 
Not at all concerned. The scale was reversed so that higher values indicate more concern. For the purpose of this 
article, we focus on the concern for increased number of refugees, which is likely to be perceived as an intergroup 
threat by right-wing individuals, and on concern for democracy, which is likely to be perceived as a threat by left-wing 
individuals.
3) Participants (n = 45, 3%) who stated that they preferred another party than those currently represented in the Riksdag (Swedish parliament) were excluded 
from the analyses. No differences between the independent variables were found, except for age, where the other-party supporters were younger.
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Left-right identity was measured on a scale from 1 = Clearly to the left to 5 = Clearly to the right. This measure was 
used as a proxy for the type of ideological identity that would be associated with a particular concern being perceived 
as a threat, as described above. The distribution across this variable was as follows: Clearly to the left: 183 (12.0%), 
Somewhat to the left: 320 (21.0%), Neither to the left nor the right: 455 (29.9%), Somewhat to the right: 415 (27.2%), and 
Clearly to the right: 143 (9.4%).
We also included some control variables. Gender was dummy coded with 1 representing women and 0 representing 
men, age, income and education. Income was measured as the total household income on a 3-point scale where 1 was 300 
000 SEK or less, 2 was 301 000 – 700 000 SEK, and 3 was more than 700 000 SEK. Education was measured on a 4-point 
scale.
Analyses
The mean of the polarization index (like-dislike) was 4.22 (SD = 1.91), which is significantly higher than 0 as tested in a 
one-sample t-test, t(1428) = 83.46, SE = 0.05, p < .001. Hence, on an overall level, participants displayed a biased view in 
preference of their ingroup party.
Figure 1 shows affective polarization across all outgroup parties split on preferred party. As can be seen, affective 
polarization is strongest for the Sweden Democrats and the Left Party.
Figure 1
Affective Polarization (Like-Dislike) Across Preferred Party
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. See the Appendix for significance tests between all parties.
Figure 2 shows mean polarization for the like-dislike measure across all outgroup parties split on participants’ own 
ideology on the left-right scale. As can be seen, individuals at the end-points of the scale (clearly to the left or the right) 
display the highest polarization.
Our main expectation, based on intergroup threat theory, is that affective polarization should increase when a 
societal challenge is perceived as a potential threat. We suggest that ideological identification could be used as a proxy 
to understand which respondents will most likely perceive a certain type of challenge as a potential threat. Thus, we 
expect an interaction between ideological identification and type of challenge. To test this expectation, we perform a 
regression analysis, with the polarization index (like-dislike) as the outcome variable. We enter the refugee item and 
the weakened democracy item into the regression analysis, controlling for age, gender, education, income and left-right 
identity, and we include the two-way interactions between ideology and type of concern. The results are shown in 
Table 1.
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Figure 2
Affective Polarization (Like-Dislike) Across Left-Right Ideology
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
Table 1




Model 1 Model 2
B (SE) B (SE)
Constant 4.36 (0.36)*** 3.05 (0.62)***
Gender -0.41 (0.10)** -0.40 (0.10)***
Age 0.001 (0.003) 0.001 (0.003)
Education 0.08 (0.05) 0.06 (0.05)
Income 0.05 (0.08) 0.05 (0.08)
Left-right -0.23 (0.05)*** 0.17 (0.17)
Democracy concern 0.07 (0.06) 0.88 (0.16)***
Refugees concern 0.08 (0.06) -0.31 (0.15)*
Democracy × Left-right -0.25 (0.05)***
Refugee × Left-right 0.13 (0.05)**
Radj.2  = .03** Radj.2  = .05***
∆R2 = .02***
Note. Gender is dummy coded with 1 = women, 0 = men.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
In relation to our hypothesis that there should be an interaction between type of concern and left-right identity, the 
interaction terms in Model 2 were both significant. The interactions are plotted in Figure 3a and Figure 3b, where 
left-right ideology is evaluated at 1 SD above and below the mean. The only control variable that was significant was 
gender, such that women (coded as 1) showed less affective polarization compared to men (coded as 0). There was also 
a main effect of left-right ideology, such that leaning to the right was associated with less polarization. There were no 
main effects of democracy concern or refugee concern.
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Figure 3a
Interaction Effects of Refugee Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Like-Dislike)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
Figure 3b
Interaction Effects of Democracy Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Like-Dislike)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
We also ran simple slope analyses to test whether the slopes were significant at 1 SD above and below the mean of 
left-right ideology. For Refugee concerns the simple slope for the right-wing participants was significant, B = 0.21, SE = 
0.08, p = .005, while the slope for the left-wing participants was not, B = -0.08, SE = 0.08, p = .28. These are in line with 
expectations that once a concern is interpreted as a threat, it increases affective polarization. For democracy concerns, 
the slope for the left-wing participants was significant, B = 0.42, SE = 0.07, p < .001, as expected. An unexpected 
finding was that the slope for the right-wing participants was also significant in the opposite direction, B = -0.17, SE = 
0.02, p < .001, indicating that for right-leaning individuals, a greater concern for democracy is associated with lower 
polarization.
In terms of magnitude, a change from the lowest to the highest observed democracy concern (from 1 to 4) for 
left-wing respondents is associated with a change in like-dislike polarization from about the 33rd to about the 68th 
percentile of the observed data. A similar change in refugee concern for right-wing respondents is associated with a 
change in like-dislike polarization from about the 30th to about the 47th percentile of the observed data.
In sum, the results from this first study support our hypothesis that threat is associated with higher affective 
polarization. This was shown by participants leaning to the left being increasingly polarized the greater their concern 
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Although the like-dislike scale has been extensively used to measure affective polarization (e.g. Wagner, 2021), this 
measure may also capture other phenomena since it has often been used to gauge individuals’ and parties’ ideological 
positions. For our second study, we collected new data that allow us to include the measures of affective polarization 
most often used in studies conducted in a US context. The second survey, collected in 2019 in collaboration with the 
SOM Institute, includes a measure of trait ratings and a social distance measure (about a child’s marriage to an outgroup 
member) similar to those used to capture affective polarization in previous research on the US (e.g. Iyengar et al., 2012).4
Participants
In the specific part of the survey we analyze, 1343 participants were included. Mean age was 52 years (SD = 18.56), 
and there were 667 women (49.7%), 673 men (50.2%), and 3 people responded “other” (0.2%). Education was distributed 
as follows: 9 (0.7%) had not finished basic schooling, 152 (11.3%) had only basic schooling, 130 (9.7%) had studied at 
high school level, 241 (17.9%) had graduated from high school, 181 (13.5%) had some post-high-school education that 
not included college/university, 156 (11.6%) had studied at college or university, 431 (32.1) had graduated from college 
or university, and 27 (2%) had studied or graduated from a PhD program (16 (1.2%) missing). The participants indicated 
their most preferred party and the distribution was as follows: Left party: 119 (8.2%), Social democrats: 356 (24.6%), 
Green party: 83 (5.7%), Center party: 153 (10.6%), Liberals: 65 (4.5%), Moderates: 232 (16.0%), Christian Democrats: 103 
(7.1%), and Sweden Democrats: 205 (14.1%).
Measures
Affective polarization was measured with trait ratings and the social distance measure. First, participants indicated their 
most preferred party as in Study 15. This variable is used to identify the respondent’s ingroup affiliation. Then they 
were asked to rate all the parties’ supporters on four different traits. The traits were honest, intelligent, prejudiced, 
and selfish. The question read: “To what extent do you consider supporters of the following parties to be [trait]?”, with 
responses on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = Very little to 7 = Very much. Our social distancing measure is based on the 
question, how upset would you be if you had a daughter or son who married a supporter of the following parties? For each 
party, participants indicated how upset they would be on a scale from 1 = Not upset at all to 7 = Very upset.
We subtracted ingroup ratings from outgroup ratings to create mean indices where higher values indicate more 
bias (increased distancing) in favor of the ingroup. For each participant, the differences between the evaluation of the 
preferred party and all other parties were calculated separately for each outparty on each provided attribute. From these 
differences, averages were calculated over the different attributes to create the index for polarization on positive traits 
(honest, intelligent) and on negative traits (selfish, prejudiced). The averages of the positive and the reversed negative 
indices were calculated, resulting in several polarization indices per participant – one for each outparty. The total 
polarization index is the mean of the differences between the ingroup and the outgroup ratings for every participant. 
Higher values on the polarization index indicate stronger intergroup differentiation in favor of the ingroup, between 
the ingroup and all of the outgroup parties. The polarization indices can range from -6 to +6, where 0 indicates that 
4) As the like-dislike question was not asked to the same participants as the trait ratings or social distance questions in the 2019 survey, we cannot make any 
direct comparisons. The participants who were asked the like-dislike question were also not asked the concern items, so that we cannot include the like-dislike 
scale as a dependent variable in the following analyses.
5) Again, we tested the difference between participants who supported another party (n = 31, 2.1%) than the ones in the Riksdag on the independent variables 
and again, only age differed where the other-party supporters were younger.
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the participant makes no difference between the outgroup and the ingroup. Again, a negative value signifies outgroup 
preference, that is, a higher (more positive) rating on the outgroup compared to the ingroup. Positive values indicate 
ingroup favoritism, or more positive ratings of the ingroup compared to the outgroup.
Left-right identity was, as in the previous survey, measured on a 5-point scale from 1 = Clearly to the left to 5 = 
Clearly to the right. This is used to capture the ideological identity of respondents that would condition which threats 
we would expect them to perceive. The distribution of participants across the options was as follows: Clearly to the left: 
160 (11.0%), Somewhat to the left: 312 (21.5%), Neither to the left nor the right: 406 (28.0%), Somewhat to the right: 379 
(26.2%), and Clearly to the right: 178 (12.3%).
Concern for future challenges was measured with the same question as in Study 1, but the items were somewhat 
different in this survey: economic crisis, military conflicts, political extremism, global epidemics, organized crime, 
increased number of refugees, increased use of narcotics, and limits on the freedom of speech. In this study, we again 
chose to look at concerns for increased number of refugees as in Study 1, but also concerns about political extremism 
(the item on a concern for democracy was not included). Increased political extremism is likely to be seen as an 
intergroup threat if participants are concerned about the other side’s potential to inflict harm on the own group, which 
makes it a relevant item in the present context.
We also included some control variables. Gender was dummy coded with 1 = women and 0 = men, age, income and 
education. Income was measured as the total household income on a 12-point scale increasing in 100 000 SEK per unit 
from 1 = 100 000 SEK or less to 12 = more than 1 100 000 SEK. Education was measured on an 8-point scale, gauging 
participants’ highest level of education, from 1 = not completed basic schooling to 8 = Doctoral degree.
Analyses
The mean of the affective polarization index (traits) was 1.28 (SD = 1.22). This value is significantly different from 0 as 
tested in a one-sample t-test, t(1342) = 38.45, SE = .03, p < .001. The mean of the social distance measure was 0.88 (SD = 
1.15), which is also significantly different from 0, t(1337) = 28.02, SE = 0.03, p < .001. Again, this indicates that overall, 
participants displayed a slightly biased view in preference of their ingroup party.
Figure 4a and Figure 4b show affective polarization, measured as trait ratings and using the social distance measure, 
across all outgroup parties split by preferred party. Here we see that affective polarization is strongest for the Sweden 
Democrats and the Left Party, which mirrors the effects from Study 1. That is, when voters who prefer other parties are 
asked to evaluate supporters of these two parties, they are strongly biased and show clear distancing.
Figure 4a
Affective Polarization (Traits) Across Preferred Party
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. See the Appendix for significance tests between all parties.
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Figure 4b
Affective Polarization (Social Distance) Across Preferred Party
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals. See the Appendix for significance tests between all parties.
Moreover, the two measures of affective polarization mirror each other, though the values are lower for the social 
distance (marriage) question presented in Figure 4b. The confidence intervals are also wider for this measure, indicating 
less agreement.
Figure 5a and Figure 5b show mean polarization across all outgroup parties split on participants’ ideology on the 
left-right scale for both trait ratings (upper) and social distance (lower). The figures mirror each other and the previous 
figures split on preferred party in the sense that the most extreme positions on this scale (clearly to the left/right) are 
also related to the strongest polarization or bias against outgroup parties. Finally, these figures are also consistent with 
those in Study 1.
Figure 5a
Affective Polarization (Traits) Across Left-Right Ideology
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 5b
Affective Polarization (Social Distance) Across Left-Right Ideology
Note. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
We again tested the hypothesis that affective polarization should increase when individuals perceive a threat, which we 
argue is captured by the interaction between a specific type of societal challenge concern and ideological identification. 
We performed two separate regression analyses: one with the affective polarization index using the traits measure as 
the outcome variable and one with the social distance measure as the outcome variable. We entered the two concerns 
(extremism and refugees) and their interactions into the regression analyses, controlling for age, gender, education, 
income and left-right position. The results are shown in Table 2. As can be seen, the main threat predictors of left- and 
right-wing concerns were significant across the board; increased concern, regardless of type, was associated with higher 
affective polarization, using both types of polarization measures.
Table 2




Affective polarization (social distance)
N = 1,188
Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2
B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)
Constant 0.98 (0.25)*** 0.87 (0.52) 0.62 (0.24)* 1.24 (0.51)*
Gender -0.22 (0.07)** -0.21 (0.07)** -0.15 (0.07)* -0.13 (0.07)*
Age -0.002 (0.002) -0.002 (0.002) -0.004 (0.002)* -0.004 (0.002)
Education -0.02 (0.02) -0.02 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02)
Income -0.004 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01)
Left-right -0.01 (0.03) -0.08 (0.15) 0.01 (0.03) -0.28 (0.15)
Extremism concern 0.10 (0.04)** 0.57 (0.12)*** 0.08 (0.04)* 0.31 (0.12)**
Refugees concern 0.12 (0.04)** -0.40 (0.09)*** 0.08 (0.04)* -0.43 (0.09)***
Extremism × Left-right -0.14 (0.03)*** -0.07 (0.03)*
Refugee × Left-right 0.18 (0.03)*** 0.17 (0.03)***
Radj.2  = .01** Radj.2  = .06*** Radj.2  = .01** Radj.2  = .04***
∆R2 = .05*** ∆R2 = .03***
Note. Gender is dummy coded with 1 = women, 0 = men.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Looking at the control variables, gender significantly affected overall polarization such that women (coded as 1) 
tended to score lower on both polarization measures compared to men. Age had a small but significant effect on the 
social distance measure such that higher age was related to lower polarization. No other demographic predictors were 
significant here.
As described above, we expected an interaction between type of concern and political position. In Table 2 (Model 
2), we show results for the interaction between concern for political extremism and political orientation and concern 
for refugees and political orientation. As can be seen in these models, both interaction terms are significant for both 
types of polarization measures. The results are plotted in Figure 6a and Figure 6b, and Figure 7a and Figure 7b. The 
interactions are evaluated at one standard deviation above and below the mean of left-right ideology.
Figure 6a
Interaction Effects of Refugee Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Traits)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
Figure 6b
Interaction Effects of Extremism Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Traits)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
As can be seen in Figure 6a and Figure 6b, where we present results using the traits variable as a measure of affective 
polarization, the interactions confirmed our expectations that the effect of concerns on polarization would depend on 
whether the individual was identified as left or right. For concerns for political extremism, the effect for left-wing 
individuals is clearly positive, with polarization increasing with greater concern about extremism, but not for right-wing 
individuals. For refugee concerns, the effect was positive for right-wing individuals, who became more polarized, the 
more concerned they were with an increase of refugees.
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We also ran simple slope analyses to test which slopes had significant effects. For extremism concerns, the slope for 
left-wing individuals was significant, B = 0.35, SE = 0.06, p < .001, while it was not for right-wing individuals, B = 0.04, 
SE = 0.05, p = .45. The opposite was true for refugee concerns; the right-wing slope was significant, B = 0.35, SE = 0.10, p 
< .001, while it was not for left-wing participants, B = -0.07, SE = 0.07, p = 0.32.
Substantively, a change from the lowest to the highest observed extremism concern (from 1 to 4) for left-wing 
respondents is associated with a change in trait polarization from about the 50th to about the 75th percentile of the 
observed data. A similar change in refugee concern for right-wing respondents is associated with a change in trait 
polarization from about the 45th to about the 75th percentile of the observed data.
Figure 7a
Interaction Effects of Refugee Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Social Distance)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
Figure 7b
Interaction Effects of Extremism Concern and Left-Right Ideology on Affective Polarization (Social Distance)
Note. The Y-axis is cut at the mean of polarization ± 1 standard deviation.
As can be seen in Figure 7a and Figure 7b, where we present the analyses using the social distancing question as the 
dependent variable, the pattern largely followed that found for the traits, although a bit weaker for extremism concerns. 
Still, the simple slopes were significant such that for extremism concerns, the slope for left-wing participants was 
significant, B = 0.18, SE = 0.06, p = .004, while the right-wing slope was not, B = 0.05, SE = 0.30, p = .88. Conversely, for 
refugee concerns, the slope for right-wing participants was significant, B = 0.31, SE = 0.09, p = .001, and non-significant 
for left-wing participants, B = -0.10, SE = 0.06, p = .09.
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Hence, for left-wing individuals, an increased concern for extremism was associated with higher polarization, while 
for right-wing individuals, increased concern about refugees was associated with higher polarization. Substantively, a 
change from the lowest to the highest observed extremism concern (from 1 to 4) for left-wing respondents is associated 
with a change in social distance polarization from about the 65th to about the 75th percentile of the observed data. A 
similar change in refugee concern for right-wing respondents is associated with a change in social distance polarization 
from about the 45th to about the 73rd percentile of the observed data.
Taken together, the results indicate that for individuals more likely perceive a threat, an increase in affective 
polarization is observed. In this second study, we see this pattern for both the trait and social distancing measures of 
affective polarization.
General Discussion
We had several aims with this paper. First, we wanted to explore individual-level features that explain affective 
polarization in a multi-party system and to anchor this in the framework of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 
1986). Our results show that the Swedish voters display affective polarization in a manner consistent with the findings 
of previous research both in a Swedish context (Boxell et al., 2020; Reiljan & Ryan, 2021; Renström et al., 2020) and in 
other multi-party systems, such as the Netherlands (Harteveld, 2021).
However, we extend this previous research in Sweden and other multi-party contexts beyond the most commonly 
used measure, the like-dislike scale, testing our hypothesis using measures similar to those in previous studies in the 
US context—specifically, trait rating scales and a social distance measure. While the findings in the two studies mirror 
one another, we believe the findings from the study using trait and social distance measures are especially important 
because the like-dislike scale may be more likely to capture differences in ideological opinions and not only reflect 
biased judgements of the party’s supporters. That is, perceiving others as dishonest or unintelligent has different 
implications for potential cross-party cooperation than the more general disliking of other parties, which may also 
result from policy disagreement. Therefore, analyzing the trait ratings and social distancing measure may allow us to get 
closer to capturing the mechanisms behind affective polarization than the analysis of a like-dislike measure.
Our findings support the previous research in observing affective polarization in Sweden (Boxell et al., 2020; Reiljan 
& Ryan, 2021), despite that these studies differ by using the like-dislike scale measure and left-right blocs with the 
Sweden Democrats separated (Reiljan & Ryan, 2021), or by restricting the index to be based on the two largest parties 
only (Boxell et al., 2020). Although we find similar patterns using both the like-dislike scale, the trait ratings and the 
social distance measure, the results have greater comparability to many findings in the literature on the US case.
Also, we note that our polarization index is based on a composite of outgroup ratings for all other parties than the 
participant’s own most preferred party. We believe that by letting all outgroup parties represent the outgroup ratings, 
the effects are likely to be weaker compared to looking, for instance, at only two opposing parties because the composite 
outgroup measure includes parties leaning in the same ideological direction. Since this line of research is still relatively 
new, there is not yet a standard method to measure affective polarization in a multi-party system. One potential survey 
design that might provide stronger effects would be to allow a ‘least favorite party’ selection to provide researchers 
with a clear outgroup party to calculate affective polarization score. Such an approach would be simpler to measure and 
calculate, although perhaps less nuanced.
Our results show that the overall polarization index, regardless of measure, was significantly different from 0, 
indicating that citizens hold more positive views of their ingroup party than their outgroup party. They are also 
reluctant to socialize with supporters of outgroup parties. To understand what predicts affective polarization it is 
necessary to go back to the roots of affective polarization, which is the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
The theory explicitly states that stronger identification with a group increases intergroup differentiation. Considering 
that even arbitrary social groups have been shown to elicit intergroup differentiation (Turner & Reynolds, 2010) and that 
political identity should be quite relevant to individuals, it is reasonable to expect that identification with a party would 
evoke intergroup differentiation and hence also affective polarization. This notion also aligns with previous research 
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showing that (political) attitudes are sufficient to create psychologically meaningful social groups (Bäck et al., 2010; 
Bäck, 2013). It is also natural that the strength of partisan identity should be related to the level of affective polarization.
Drawing on intergroup threat theory (e.g., Stephan et al., 2009), we expected that perceptions of threat should elicit 
affective polarization. The operationalization of threat perception in this article lies in the intersection between being 
concerned over a specific future challenge and left-right identification. We argue that concern for different potential 
challenges is not enough to evoke intergroup distancing and affective polarization. Instead, this concern must be 
perceived as a potential threat to the ingroup associated with the outgroups. The capacity of politically relevant stimuli 
to affect attitudes depends heavily on evoking feelings of being threatened (Marcus et al., 2000). Therefore we expected 
that identification with the left or right would influence what events or challenges are perceived as threats.
Specifically, we expected that immigration would be seen as threatening to the right, and the risk of a weakened 
democracy or increased political extremism would be more threatening for individuals to the left. Even though the 
extent to which these different concerns have the potential to constitute intergroup threats may be debatable, an 
increased number of immigrants is clearly able to provoke perceptions of an intergroup threat (Stephan et al., 2009, 
2015) since it concerns the possibility that another group exerts influence over the situation of the ingroup. When 
it comes to the state of the democracy or the concern for political extremism, the intergroup aspect is not as clear. 
However, Sweden has experienced a growth in right-wing extremism (SÄPO, 2019) and groups that question democratic 
values, minority rights, carrying a tail of more extreme individuals who do not shy from using violence. Hence, the 
state of the democracy and a potential increase in political extremism could therefore be interpreted as an intergroup 
threat against the left. This interpretation is also supported in our results, given that increased concern for democracy 
and for political extremism was associated with higher levels of polarization for left-wing individuals but not right-wing 
individuals.
In sum, our results make several important contributions to the literature. Most importantly, we show that perceived 
intergroup threat is an important explanation of affective polarization. Another interesting finding is related to the 
measures of affective polarization used here – in contrast to previous literature (Druckman & Levendusky, 2019), we 
found that the effects for the trait ratings and the social distance measure mirrored each other. It should be noted that 
the effects were weaker for the social distance measure compared to the trait ratings. This is not surprising since the 
social distance measure taps into the prospect of social connections with specific individuals of another party, while the 
general trait ratings refer rather to preconceptions about a group in general – a stereotype of outgroup partisans.
Limitations of the Study
In this study, we operationalized threat perception as the interaction between concerns for future challenges that 
could potentially constitute an intergroup threat and left-right ideology, which we argue will be associated with what 
is perceived as a threat. This is clearly an indirect measure, however, and it would be desirable for future research 
to tap into intergroup threat perceptions more directly. Most notably, we cannot be certain of causal relationships 
since we here rely on a cross-sectional design. We thus suggest that future research should perform studies based on 
experimental designs where potential threats are manipulated, for example using statements by political representatives 
framing specific societal issues as threats. Such experimental studies would also allow us to assess the causal mechanism 
that explains a relationship between threat perceptions and affective polarization, focusing on emotional reactions. 
This would further increase our understanding of the role of intergroup threat and affective polarization. Drawing 
on previous research, we would expect that anger increases polarization, since it has been shown that anger is a 
high-arousal emotion related to decreased cognitive processing and increased reliance on stereotypes (e.g. Brader & 
Marcus, 2013). Hence, individuals who interpret a message as threatening are likely to feel angry, which may result in 
positive bias towards their ingroup and negative bias against their outgroup.
Also, this study operationalizes ingroup party differently than some previous research, focusing on which party the 
participant likes the most. The benefit of such a measure is that we can include more participants in the analysis since 
most state that they like one of the parties more. Importantly, this measure is only used to establish the groups for 
which differentiation is measured on our affective polarization indicators. The results may be weaker than if only highly 
identified partisans were included, yet we still find the expected results with this approach.
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Another potential limitation of this study is that we have only analyzed the role of intergroup threat in explaining 
affective polarization in one specific context. Contextual features may clearly matter for understanding why certain 
societal challenges are perceived as threats and ultimately influence affective polarization in a society. We have here 
focused on only one societal context, the Swedish one, where immigration was up until 2015, not seen as a societal 
challenge by most political actors. Studies of Swedish voters show that the immigration issue has become more salient 
over time and that many voters have become more negative towards immigration since 2016 – after a large number 
of refugees came to Sweden during 2015, mainly from Syria (see Demker, 2021). That our main results are consistent 
between two studies of two different political contexts – with one performed before the refugee crisis of 2015 and 
one performed after this crisis – provides some evidence for the generalizability of our results. However, future 
research should evaluate whether the hypothesis about intergroup threat and affective polarization is supported in other 
contexts.
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Table A1 shows the correlations between all variables in Study 1.
Table A1
Correlations Between All Variables in Study 1
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Polarization –
2. Democracy concern .05 –
3. Refugee concern .01 .16*** –
4. Gender -.09** .12*** -.02 –
5. Age -.01 .13*** .12*** -.01 –
6. Education .04 .01 -.17*** .08** -.24*** –
7. Income .02 -.10*** -.11*** -.09** -.24 .32*** –
8. Left-right -.15*** -.21*** .15*** -.07* .01 .06* .17*** –
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
To test for differences in polarization between supporters of different parties, a univariate ANOVA with preferred party as independ­
ent variable and like-dislike score as dependent variable was performed. Pairwise comparisons using bonferroni post-hoc test was 
used. The results are presented in Table A2. There was a significant main effect of preferred party, F(7,1409) = 13.51, p < .001, ηp2 = 
0.06.
Table A2
Means and Standard Deviations for Affective Polarization (Like-Dislike) Divided on Preferred Party Significance Tested Against Other Parties
Preferred party M (SD) Significantly different from: Not significantly different from:
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Preferred party M (SD) Significantly different from: Not significantly different from:




























*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
Study 2
Table A3 shows the correlations between all variables in Study 2.
Table A3
Correlations Between All Variables in Study 2
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Polarization (traits) –
2. Social distance .48*** –
3. Extremism concern .03 .03 –
4. Refugee concern .08** .04 -.10*** –
5. Gender -.07** -.04 .18*** -.00 –
6. Age -.01 -.06 .07** .15*** .09 –
7. Education -.05 -.01 -.01 -.01 -.02 .12 –
8. Income -.02 .00 .00 .02 .04 -.04 .43*** –
9. Left-right .02 .04 -.21*** .30*** -.09** -.03 -.01 -.02 –
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
To test for differences in polarization between supporters of different parties, two univariate ANOVAs with preferred party as 
independent variable and the polarization score (trait-ratings and social distance) as dependent variable was performed. Pairwise 
comparisons using bonferroni post-hoc test was used. The results are presented in Table A4 and Table A5. For both dependent 
variables there were significant main effects of preferred party; trait-ratings: F(7,1304) = 12.42, p < .001 ηp2 = 0.06, and social distance: 
F(7,1268) = 4.60, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.03.
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Table A4
Means and Standard Deviations for Affective Polarization (Trait-Ratings) Divided on Preferred Party Significance Tested Against Other Parties
Preferred party M (SD) Significantly different from: Not significantly different from:























































*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table A5
Means and Standard Deviations for Affective Polarization (Social Distance) Divided on Preferred Party Significance Tested Against Other Parties
Preferred party M (SD) Significantly different from: Not significantly different from:
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Preferred party M (SD) Significantly different from: Not significantly different from:















*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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